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Residential child care and foster care are two popular substitute placements for children who 
are separated from their birth families. Various claims and comments have been made on 
both placements. Some are empirically supported, but some are merely personal beliefs. 
Unexamined claims and comments might have influenced social workers in their practices 
and research. Hence, this article presents a brief review of the literature in residential child 
care and foster care. For this purpose, a comparative analysis on 42 residential child care 
literature and 49 foster care literature was conducted. Outcomes of the analysis show that 
three main themes can be generated. The themes are research design, professionalism of 
caregivers and children’s problems. In brief, child-centric perspective, comparison group and 
longitudinal designs were not commonly used in studies on both placements. Training for 
caregivers in both placements was highly discussed. Behaviour, education, and health issues 
were the common issues for children residing in both placements. Overall, both placements 
share a similar focus in practices and research. This implies that a comparative design to 
examine both placements concurrently could be a practical research design in future.   
 





Residential child care is a very broad term that could include almost many things as long as it 
is an institutional setting. As commented by Sinclair (2000), it is “diverse” and its concept 
can be problematic. He (2000) added that residential child care is commonly perceived as 
institution that provides accommodation and care to group of people; hence half-way houses, 
large foster homes and others institutional based setting can be categorised as residential 
child care. It is not surprise that in Norway, professional foster homes can be grouped with 
residential units as Residential Child-Care Institutions (Kjelsberg and Nygren, 2004). 
 
Foster care is another more complex term because different countries provide it in different 
ways (Colton & William, 2004; Department of Social Welfare and Development, Philippines 
2004; Nor Amni Yusof, 2008; Social Welfare Department of Hong Kong, 2008). Many 
academicians define foster care as a form of flexible and temporary placement in supervised 
family environment setting in which mostly arranged by authority without legally bound and 
has various aims at the end of the placement (Butler, 2000; Colton and Williams, 1997; 
Colton and Williams, 2004; Kendrick, 1995; Kools, 1997; Pithouse and Parry, 1997; 
Schofield, Beek, Sargent and Thoburn 2000; Triseliotis, Sellick and Short, 1995).   
For the purpose of this study, residential child care is referred to institutional based substitute 
care provided to children who are separated from their families. It is typically represented by 
children’s homes or orphanages but exclude foster homes or correctional-based institutions. 
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Conversely, foster care is defined as flexible substitute care provided in family environment 
setting. Typical examples are foster families and foster homes.  
 
There are claims and negative remarks on residential child care and foster care. Each claim 
might go extreme into another end of spectrum. Some of these claims are supported by 
empirical studies but some are just personal beliefs. For instance, residential child care is 
claimed as “the end of the road” (Ven, 1991, p. 287), “the worst family is still better than the 
best home” (Frommann, Haag and Trede, 1991, p. 96). Other claims are such as stereotype on 
residential child care ignores many positive experiences (McCall, 1999), limited evaluations 
were conducted (Sallnas, Vinnerljung and Westermark, 2004), social work education has 
marginalised residential care (Smith, 2005), residential care is not sufficient to cope with 
special needs children (Ward, 2006) and gender issue is overlooked (Andersson, 2005; 
O’Neil, 2008). 
 
Similarly, claims have been made towards foster care. Such claims include less research has 
been done on younger children (Whiting and Lee, 2003), guidance in foster care is less 
comprehensive as compared to adoption (Szabo and Ritchken, 2002), social workers favour 
foster care (Kahan, 1991), foster care is just a “permanent temporary care” (McKenzie, 1999, 
p.1) and gender issue is overlooked (Andersson, 2005; O’Neil, 2008).  
 
Social workers rarely refer research findings in making assessment (Taylor, 2004). They 
might just unaware with the latest evidence from the researches and mostly influenced by 
some unexamined claims or exceptional cases. Thus, doing literature review on residential 
child care and foster care is beneficial in helping social workers to comprehend the current 
trend of research activities and latest issues in both placements. Hence, this article presents a 
comparative analysis on residential child care and foster care literature, and further discusses 
outcomes of the comparison.  
 
 
2. Method of Study 
 
A pool of literature was selected based on its availability and relevancy to residential child 
care and foster care. Content analysis was conducted on each literature. Both sets of literature 
in residential child care and foster care were then compared critically for similarities and 
differences. 
 
Forty-two literatures in residential child care were reviewed. The materials comprise 28 
journal articles, one book and 13 chapter-in-books. Nevertheless, nine journal articles and 11 
chapter-in-books are not research based. Conversely, 49 literatures in foster care were 
reviewed. The materials comprise 44 journal articles, three books and two chapter-in-books. 
However, 10 journal articles, one book and two chapter-in-books are not research based 
(Table 1). 
 
Table 1: Literature in residential child care and foster care 
Residential Child 
Care  
Quantity Foster Care Quantity 
Journal Article 28 Journal Article 44 
Book 1 Book 3 
Chapter-in-book 13 Chapter-in-book 2 
Total 42 Total 49 
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Journal Article 19 Research Based 
Materials 
Journal Article 34 
 Book 1 Book 2 






Comparative analysis on literature of both substitute cares has generated three important 
themes namely research design, professionalism of caregivers and children’s problems. The 
themes are thoroughly discussed and followed with recommendations for future research and 
practice especially in the Malaysian context. 
 
3.1 Research Design 
 
Residential child care and foster care studies share many common methods in research (Table 
2). From the 22 research materials on Residential Child Care, only five (23%) are 
longitudinal studies and 13 (59%) are cross sectional studies. The rest, four (18%) are 
cross-sectional studies with retrospective elements. In other words, 77% of the studies cited 
in the residential child care section used cross sectional design. Longitudinal studies are 
difficult to be conducted because participants’ mindset and the context of placements can 
change along the timeline (Andersson, 2005).  
 
Table 2: Comparative analysis on methods used 
Methods Residential Child Care (N=22) Foster Care (N= 36) 
Time Frame Cross Sectional (77%) Cross Sectional (64%) 
Data Collection Interview (54.5%) Interview (56%) 
Child Centric 5 (23%) 9 (25%) 
Randomise Sampling  Nil Nil 
Comparison Group 2 (9.1)%1 3 (8.3%)2 
Grounded Theory 1(4.2%) Nil 
Standardised 
Measurement  
CBCL, YSR CBCL, Teacher Report Form, 




From the 36 research studies on Foster Care, 13 (36%) studies are clearly longitudinal studies, 
17 (47%) studies are simple cross-sectional studies and another six (17%) articles are 
cross-sectional studies with retrospective elements.  Overall, studies in foster care are 
mostly cross-sectional based (64%) and this finding is line with Orme and Buehler’s (2001) 
finding.  
Child Behaviour Checklist(CBCL), Youth Self-Report(YSR) and Teacher Report Forms(TRF) 
which are originated from Achenbach (The National Center on Child Abuse Prevention 
Research, 2005) were widely used. Conversely, randomise sampling, comparison group and 
grounded theory were underutilised (Anglin, 2004; Orme and Buehler, 2001). Even though 
                                                             
1 Eden, 1998 (Training experiment); Kjelsberg and Nygren, 2004(Residential Institutions vs. Mental institutions)   
2 Linares et al, 2007(Siblings in three groups of placement conditions); McAuley, 1996 (Teachers report: Foster 
vs. Other students); Singer, Doornenbal and Okma, 2004 (Foster vs. Birth Children) 
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more than half of the studies used interview method, only one in four of the studies collected 
its data direct from children. Child-centric perspective is relatively absence in child care 
studies (Whiting and Lee, 2003). 
 
Thus, future research studies for both placements shall embrace more longitudinal design 
with randomise principle and comparison group. However, this ideal suggestion is subject to 
the purpose of the actual study as not every child care study is suitable to be conducted under 
these circumstances. Longitudinal study is difficult to be accomplished because of high 
turnout of children in both placements, while randomise principle is hardly achieved because 
of inaccurate sampling frames.  
 
Comparison group in child care study could be a realistic proposal. Residential child care and 
foster care can be used as comparison group for each other. This design clarifies effects of the 
substitute placements towards the children’s well being (Figure 1). However the design is just 











Figure 1: Comparison group design for child care studies 
 
3.2 Professionalism of Caregivers 
 
There is a movement in Europe especially in England and Scotland to increase number of 
social work trained caregivers in residential child care (Heron and Chakrabarti, 2002; Karban, 
2000; Smith, 2005). Meanwhile, there are some evidence shows that some foster parents in 
the West are professional social workers (Lipscombe, Farmer and Moyers, 2003). Overall, 
caregivers in residential child care and foster care have similar tasks but both of them are 
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Figure 2: Comparison between caregivers in residential child care and foster care 
 
 
As shown in figure 2, the training and qualification issues in both setting are quite similar. 
However, the ratio of professional and non-professional are expected to be different in both 
settings. Based on literatures gathered, it is suggested that ratio of professional will be 
significantly higher in residential child care as compared to foster care.  
 
Advocating professional qualification for residential child care workers is reasonable as this 
can be viewed as career advancement that will boost the morale of the workers. However, 
advocating professional qualification for foster parents might bring reverse impact that 
indirectly create difficulty to the potential parents. Hence, it can be concluded that 
qualification is most needed in residential child care setting and continuous training is needed 
in foster care setting.   
 
However one possible issue might occur in future is that if foster parents have gone through 
considerable number of training and they might request a better recognition through formal 
qualification. This hypothetical situation is mainly based on human desire to achieve 
betterment and seek recognition from the others that is well explained in Maslow’s Hierarchy 
of Needs (Davies, 2000). This assumption is subject to the condition that if training for foster 
parents are continually and consistently provided.  
 
Hence, various study designs can be suggested to clarify issues of training and formal 
qualification among residential child care workers and foster parents. Briefly, these study 
designs are perception study, quasi experimental study and focus group study (Table 3). 
Perception study can be conducted to articulate caregivers’ perceptions towards the 
importance of training and formal qualification in delivering care to the children. Quasi 
experimental study helps in clarifying the effects of training and formal qualification to the 
care services. Consequently, content of training or syllabus can be better designed by having 
focus group study on caregivers.  
 
Table 3: Study designs in training and formal qualification issues 
Designs Description 
Perception Study The Importance of Training vs. Formal Qualification 
Quasi Experimental Study The Effect of Training vs. The Effect of Formal Qualification 
with Control Group 
Focus Group Study Developing Syllabus or Content of Training 
3.3 Children’s Problems 
 
Residential Child Care Services Foster Care Services 
Workers or Staff in Institution Foster Parents 
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Sexual abuse scandals reported in the institutions reflect that children in residential child care 
are facing more serious problems as compared to their counterparts in foster care. Children in 
residential care are not getting sufficient attention and care from their caregivers, thus their 
educational and health needs can be easily overlooked.  
 
Foster care studies, however, have recorded considerable numbers of problem among the 
children. Past experiences in negative life events and the current challenges in new 
environment require high level of social adjustment wills and skills. Hence, problems are also 
expected among children in foster care. 
 
Overall, children in both placements share similar problems in behaviour, education and 
health (Table 4). Although foster care children might have slightly advantages in educational 
support at home, it is mainly depends on personal commitments and efforts of their foster 
parents. Children in residential care might not have the problem of placement breakdown, 
this is because residential child care has always been regarded as the final resort.   
 
Table 4: Behavioural, educational and health problems 
Problems Children in Residential 
Care  
Foster Care Children 
Negative Past Experiences √ √ 
Behavioural Misconduct  √ √ 
Emotional Problems √ √ 
Low Social Adjustment √ √ 
Low Academic Attainment √ √ 
Poor Accessibility To Health 
Care 
√ √ 
Poor Health Assessment  √ √ 
Low Educational Support √                  
×(Questionable) 




Caregivers in residential child care have structural advantages on resources in helping 
children with problems; conversely, foster parents can rely only on their own skills, resources 
and the limited supports provided by their social workers. Overcome these problems is an 
important agenda in the current and future research.  
 
Many studies have focused on the cause and the level of seriousness of the children’s 
problems. However, not many studies like Lindsay (1999) evaluate the solutions used to 
overcome the problems. Moreover, not many studies like Whiting and Lee (2003) approached 
young children for their views. Children’s problems will remain as problems if the problems 
are defined and described from adult’s perspective. As mentioned in the Table 2, 
child-centric studies are lacking. Thus, more efforts have to be taken in exploring the 
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The findings of this comparative analysis are subject to the literatures used for each 
residential child care and foster care. The literatures reviewed in this paper were not 
randomly selected. It was selected based on the availability of the materials. Thus, the 
findings especially on the methodology section can be arguable and not for generalization.  
 
Furthermore, some literatures of residential child care and foster care are hardly differentiated. 
For instance, research by Andersson (2005) and, Sallnas, Vinnerljung and Westermark (2004) 
are applicable for both residential child care and foster care. Thus, the findings of the 





Residential child care and foster care can be illustrated as a pair of twins. Both are 
interdependent placements for children who are separated from their birth families. Sharing 
the same root of child welfare’s history, both placements have evolved intensively due to the 
rapid growth of child care research. Literature review on both placements shows that research 
design, professionalism of caregivers and children’s problems are the three key pillars in 
research and practice. Hence, future studies may apply a comparative design to further 
evaluate each placement’s achievement in serving the best interest of the children. The 
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